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Art? Among Danes In America?
By Aase Bak

The Danish American Heritage Society has as one of its objectives to
" encourage Danish American expression in the arts, humanities, and social
sciences." It is to be hoped that the Danish American Heritage Society will
have more luck in its endeavors to promote the arts than did another
organization with somewhat similar aims. I refer here to Dansk
Folkesamfund (Danish People's Society) and the abortive attempt to
launch an art committee under its auspices in 1897.
Dansk Folkesamfund was founded in 1887 in Clinton, Iowa, following a
proposal from Frederik Lange Grundtvig, in an effort to promote and
strengthen Danish cultural heritage among immigrants, especially through
preservation of the Danish language. 1 Ten years later Dansk Folkesamfund
could look back upon the successful establishment of a Danish colony
(Danevang, Texas, 1894), upon a circulating book collection of 4000
volumes and upon publication of a new edition of F. L. Grundtvig's
Sangbog for det Danske Folk i Amerika.2 However, that was about all there
was to report; the society was in bad shape. In 1892 Dansk Folkesamfund
had been fiercely attacked by parties inside the Danish church, and this
disagreement was one of the causes that eventually led to the church
schism of 1894. Dansk Folkesamfund never quite recovered from this
incident, and the membership steadily decreased (in 1897 it was down to
one third of the original number).3 Since the by-laws made it virtually
impossible to dissolve the society it persisted until January, 1964.4
Dansk Folkesamfund had the support of some of the best known and
ablest Danish Americans - which may well account for its durability - and
one of these, Emil Ferdinand Madsen of Clinton, Iowa, was the brains
behind the proposal for Kunstudvalget (the art committee). For a few
months in 1897 Madsen corresponded with his confidential friend, Jens
Christian Bay of Des Moines, Iowa, about the matter. 5 Bay was a former
chairman of Dansk Folkesamfund and he read the proofs of the proposal
and suggested changes . Finally in the fall of 1897 Madsen had a pamphlet
published with the title Kunst Blandt Danske i Amerika Med et Forslag til
Dansk Folkesamfund (Art Among Danes in America. With a Proposal to the
Danish People's Society). Madsen, expecting his ideas to be met with
disbelief, begins his proposal with the words, " Art? Among Danes in
America? " But there is no reason to be incredulous, Madsen insists. The
Danes in America must now have passed the days of pioneering, and must
therefore be ready for the arts . Using the " growth symbol " (common
whenever American culture is discussed) in a very picturesque manner, he
vows that Danish American cultural life (folkeliv) can be likened to a
garden where Danish Americn art will some day stand as a leafy tree
(Madsen, by the way, was a gardener). This of course is not going to happen
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overnight. The new generation of artists" ... will not rush in like a gust of
wind; no, like the frail light green sprout that grows gently and quietly and
unfolds leaf by leaf - like that I imagine future art in all its branches will
begin to grow among the Danes in America - in our own little garden." 6 But
a frail sprout needs care not to crumble under " the hard crust of everyday
life." Therefore if " noble arts [are to] flower in our garden, as they have
flowered in the brightest and happiest periods in our beautiful native
country, then we common workers must use hoe and spade for a while

first."'
Dansk Folkesamfund is just the place where such work should be done,
Madsen thinks, and he has concrete suggestions as to what kind of work
should be done, and how. Dansk Folkesamfund is to appoint a committee
of three, five or seven members, called Dansk Folkesamfunds Udvalg for
Kunst og Litteratur (Danish People Society's Committee for Art and
Literature), in short Kunstudvalget (The Art Committee).
The purpose of this committee is to encourage, promote and
support art and I iterature among Danes in America .... At the
moment it is out of the question to establish any fund for support
of artists. We are a poor people .... So this is not the way in which I
think it should be worked; for the time being we must start on a
quite small scale. The art committee should first and foremost try
to get into contact with all those who are busy with something in
the nature of art. · 1t should be a place where young people could
send their minor works for judging and grading, and where they
could get advice and instruction - if not in regard to the execution,
then as regards getting such things made public that have any value
for our people . . The committee should encourage where it sees
talents, partly by setting tasks to be solved, partly by inducing
competition . ... We have songs without music, and we have music
without songs. We need illustrations in books and magazines for
the young as well as the old . We need some beautiful cards - to
send to friends and kinsmen at holidays and festive occasions instead of ' Valentines! ' .... The committee should try to have as
many as possible submit ideas and drawings for such things, and
then see to it that the best of these be brought into the market. 8
The final result of these efforts should be a Danish American deluxe
almanac, which would eventually become " a continuous art history for
20th century Danish America." 9 E. F. Madsen certainly never-lacked vision!
Danish Americans apparently lacked a sense of the need for cultivation
of the arts - or else they were just slow starters . Anyway, things did not turn
out the way Madsen had hoped. Kors og Stj.erne (Cross and Star),
periodical of Dansk Folkesamfund's Danish branch, in its February, 1898,
issue summoned an annual meeting. One of the items on the agenda was
Madsen's proposal. 10 The August issue brought a report on the meeting
which had taken place in Omaha, Nebraska, on June 27 . It states that
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"Madsen's thoughts won unanimous approval." 11 After that the proposal
was never heard of again! 12
Perhaps a clue to this can be found in Madsen's letters to J. Christian
Bay during the period . At least it can be seen that Madsen was less than
satisfied with the attitude of the members of Dansk Folkesamfund. First,
apparently elections for the Dansk Folkesamfund board in the fall of 1897
went wrong, from Madsen's point of view, in that Bay was not elected
chairman . Madsen had put great confidence in Bay's ability to carry out
the new ideas. Second, when the pamphlet was published in the fall of
1897, pastor Kristian <1>stergaard had advised that discussion be postponed
until the annual meeting in June of the following year. Before the meeting
Madsen writes to Bay (June 5, 1898):
I am only little interested in the Omaha meeting. Whether Dansk
Folkesamfund considers my proposal or not makes hardly any
difference to me. Work in the said direction will be done
anyway .
If you go to the meeting I also want to ask you to
notice the mood towards my proposal about art. And if you
perceive slackness, criticism or that sort of thing, I would ask you
to rise and on my behalf declare that Dansk Folkesamfund should
certainly not go to any trouble or make any sacrifice at all for the
sake of this cause, for my thoughts about art, and the way we
should welcome and promote it, can very well be carried out
individually. The same work will still be done! Just express my
thanks for all they have done for this cause during the past year.
While my proposal has been lying in the files of Dansk
Folkesamfund, I have personally helped a singer find acceptance
with the Danish people in America . . As for humiliations and cold
criticism or that sort of thing, I give you full authority on my behalf
to throw it back into the face of each from whom it may come,
without ceremony, and to ask that my proposal be negotiated or to
have it taken off the agenda, just like that, and take it away from
Dansk Folkesamfund at any point you may find it suitable .... 13
Bay, however, was not present at the meeting, and the proposal
therefore had to fight its own way, which it did very well. As mentioned
above, it won "unanimous approval." But the approval could not have
been too deeply felt, for the Dansk Folkesamfund members let the art
committee pass into oblivion . Indeed, when in 1914 Lorentz Henningsen
wrote Dansk Folkesamfund's history, Madsen's pamphlet was not given the
slightest mention, and Henningsen was even a painter himself.14 Altogether
it must be said that the arts, and specifically the visual arts, are not given
much attention in the written accounts from Danish immigration's big
period before World War I.
When, however, the subject is touched upon it appears that the Danish
Americans, like most other Americans for that matter, had a very
pragmatic attitude towards the whole thing. One peculiar example could
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be seen in the otherwise serious magazine Norden in 1904. The February
issue carried a one-page ad, offering a deal between Norden and the
Danish congregations. Times are bad, the ad says, and no one can afford to
buy art. Norden, on the other hand, needs subscribers. If the congregations
secure subscribers for Norden, the magazine will reward with
reproductions of well known art pieces. Thorvaldsen's " Christ" can be had
for 75 subscriptions, but then it only measures two feet. If the largest
reproduction is desired (five feet six inches) 225 subscriptions must be
procured . In the same way it is possible to get painted altar pieces, namely
a copy of A. H . Andersen's " The Women at the Grave on Easter Morning,"
or a font, Thorvaldsen's " The Baptismal Angel. " ' 5
This would seem to be a typical example of American enterprise, and
the academics of the colony did not like it. Benedict Nordentoft, a
theological candidate from the University of Copenhagen, who at that time
was president of Grand View College, had an angry comment printed in
Kirkelig Samler. Nordentoft finds the ad in bad taste and asks the editor of
Norden (Ivar Kirkegaard) not to mingle religious and wordly matters. He
also rejects the editor's assertion that the reason that beautiful altar pieces
are missing in churches is not for want of sense of beauty, but solely
because of lack of financial means. Nordentoft on the contrary states :
No, Mr. Editor, the reason usually lies not at all in that decoration is
too expensive, it ·lies much more frequently in a "failing sense of
beauty and apathetic indifference." The poorest parishes often
have the most cozy and most beautifully decorated churches, and I
know of no parish which could not afford to decorate its house of
God without resorting to the help of advertising, if only always
there was in all members of the congregation a burning love for
16
the cause of the Lord .
Whether or not this ad , or reactions to it, had any effect is hard to tell, but
it is a fact that many Danish American churches owned copies of some
kind of Thorvaldsen's " Christ" (made originally for Vor Frue Kirke in
Copenhagen, 1821) or some other well known Danish work of art. For
instance, one of the most diligent fabricators of altar pieces, Jes W . Smidt
of West Denmark, Wisconsin, copied Niels Skovgaard's " The Good
Shepherd" and Joakim Skovgaard's "The Samaritan Woman, " and he made
two versions of A. L. J. Dorph's " Martha and Marie" (or " One Thing Is
Needful " ). This subject was one of the most popular, .and countless
oleographed copies were to be found in Danish American homes.
Evidently what counted most was the subject and not so much the way it
was depicted.
Thorvald Helveg, another academic, once himself a prominent pastor
in Danish America, 11 pondered on this state of things in an article in Kors
og Stja!rne in 1908. He is concerned about the quality of art in the
churches :
But is it art they get? True art? I do not ask whether it looks nice,
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whether people think it is pretty, real nice, but whether it is true art.
For it is true art they should have. It elevates and
stimulates . . The idea that when I like something which offers
itself as art, then it does not matter whether it is true art or not,
seems to me utterly reprehensible. For the main thing is not
whether I like it, but whether the work of art develops and elevates
me. Therefore the artistic side of the matter concerning a church
decoration is not at all overcome when the person who paid for it
thinks it is beautiful and nice, etc. Getting a reproduction of
Thorvaldsen's "Christ" will not do it. Then you think that everything
is safe, and that you have arrived on the right side in the field of art.
No, the name Thorvaldsen alone does not solve the matter. For
there are downright monstrosities in reproductions of Thorvaldsen,
and to deal with them would simply be a corruption of taste. And
altar pieces! For a pastor it may well be a veritable torture to look
at that sort of thing. I remember a place I served where they had an
altar piece depicting Christ on his last night in the circle of the
disciples. It was hard to look at during services, beacuse it seemed
comical, if anything. In this case I was able to see it, but there were
many of the church goers who found it highly pleasant .
Helveg wonders how the situation can be bettered and needs be met.
Photography is not yet reliable as a reproduction method he says, but there
might be other ways, although they are only for the wealthy .
. . . if one of our artists were engaged to come over and paint an
altar piece. Or if some parishes would get together to support an
artist for the necessary period of time. 18
Both would be difficult to bring about, not least because of immigration
regulations, so Helveg puts the question to debate.
Strangely enough it does not at any moment seem to cross Helveg's
mid that there might already be Danish artists living in America who might
be more than interested in obtaining such commissions. As a matter of
fact, between 1850 and 1914 at least half a hundred Danish painters and
sculptors emigrated to the United States, and they did not always lead a
rosy life.19 Some of them did have contact with the Danes, but it was
usually only for a short period . The Danish community was not big enough
and not interested enough to support artists . The few who had strong
affiliation with the Danes, like Jes P. Smidt and his teacher Lorentz
Henningsen, had to work with other professions as well - Smidt was a
woodcarver and Henningsen a folk school teacher and pastor.
Thorvald Helveg could not have rejected this group of immigrant
artists on the ground that they were amateurs or bunglers; most had their
credentials. At least half of them had been educated at the royal acajemy
in Copenhagen, and those who had not, did have some other kind of
professional training. They had attended a technical institute or one of the
" free" art schools where " progressive" artists gave lessons. A . H. Andersen,
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whose altar piece was mentioned above, had attended the Art Institute of
Chicago and he was well known to Kors og Stj~rne readers. For instance in
1905, when Andersen visited Denmark, the magazine carried an ad for him.
The Danish painter and sculptor A. H. Andersen of Greenville,
Michigan has returned to Denmark to lecture on and show
excellent slides from America. He comes with high praise and many
greetings from the ombudsmen of our Danish church and
folkschool people over there. Contact him at Lillehedinge by
Storehedinge. 20
It is therefore even more surprising that Helveg does not see more
solutions to his problem. Apparently he had yielded to the persistent
prejudice that European artists were much better that American ones (be
they native or immigrants), and since Americans themselves tended to
agree, it was a difficult prejudice to overcome. Right up to World War 11
American artists came to Europe for their education. Danish artists, if they
were considered talented, received scholarship or grants to go to Rome,
Paris or Munich. There were no scholarships to go to New York! If artists
went there anyway, it must have been for sheer lack of possibilities at
home. It would be easy to draw the conclusion that it was the less talented
who went west, and this could have been what Helveg and others thought.
But actually even talented artists had a hard time in Denmark, and often
the most talented, the " progressive" ones, did not appeal to fund-raisers so conclusions in this field could easily be premature.
Anyway, the prejudice was common, and when a group of Danes
wanted something special in the nature of art they would sometimes do as
Helveg suggested, turn directly to recognized artists in Denmark . For
instance, the Danes in Danevang, Texas commissioned Troels Trier to
make a copy of Chresten Dalsgaard's painting of Ansgar in Vallekilde
H</,jskole,21 and in 1905 the .Danish Evangelical Lutheran Church ordered
from Niels Skovaard a portrait of F.. Grundtvig to be hung at Grand View
College.22
There were, however, scattered examples that city Danes tried to give
expression to Danish American art, as when the Chicago Danes decided in
1891 to have a statue of Hans Christian Andersen erected in Lincoln Park
(unveiled in 1896), and when the New York Danes in 1911 wanted to
present the Denmark Danes with a statue for their new castle,
Christiansborg. Sculptor J9hannes Gelert was involved in both projects, but
the latter failed, although the plans were grandiose.
Georg Kirkegaard, an engineer in Brooklyn, New York was the
originator of this project. The old Christiansborg Castle had burned almost
to the ground in 1884, but it was well into the 20th century before it was
decided to re-erect the buildings based on drawings by architect Thorvald
J</,rgensen. All Danish cities made a contribution, so why not the Danes
abroad? Johannes Gelert had once made a statue, " Denmark," for the New
York Custom House. A version of this statue, also called " The Viking
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Mother," was to be donated. Kirkegaard started a subscription to finance
the project - the goal was $8000. Each subscriber would receive a
Danmarks-medalje (Denmark Medal), also modeled by Gelert, and
Kirkegaard began publication of a nice little magazine called Danmarks
Statue-Tidende (The Denmark Statue Times). The magazine was published
monthly, beginning August, 1911. In 1912 there were issues in January,
February, March and May. Then there was a break until November, after
which publication ceased. 23 As it turned out, Kirkegaard had a rival. This
was Karl Mathiasen of New Jersey Terracotta in Perth Amboy, New Jersey.
He had close ties to the paper Nordlyset and through its pages initiated a
subscription for a statue of Christian IX, also to be placed at Christiansborg.
This project, which had been launched already in 1905, actually
succeeded, although the original plans had to be readjusted several times.
The result was a bust made by a second generation Danish American,
Gutzon Borglum (the man who carved the four presidential heads into
Mount Rushmore), which is now located in the castle's audience room .24
Johannes Gelert was one of the less fortunate artists. He had
experienced success, but in his later years commissions declined. In 1923
when he died in the Home for the Incurable in Brooklyn and was buried at
a cemetery for the unknown, it was suddenly time for searching of the
hearts in the Danish colony. Marie S¢ndergaard of Perth Amboy, New
Jersey wrote in Nordlyset:
No Danish Americans should be permitted to consider themselves
blameless. Those who belonged to the narrow circle of former
friends, and those who personally knew Gelert and understood the
value of the artist's works by no means bear the whole blame. It
should not be forgotten that Gelert, who was Danish through and
through, belonged to the Danish American population. Whatever
beautiful and great he has accomplished belongs to all of us.2~
The Danes then decided to have Gelert's remains moved and given a
proper burial.
Leaving out A . H. Andersen's "Elverh¢j" colony which was established
around 1910, 26 there seems to have been no successful attempt among the
Danes before World War I to nurture a specific Danish American
expression in the visual arts. The attempts by big city Danes, as mentioned
above, were scattered and isolated . They took place over a relatively short
period of time, around the turn of the century, and they lacked popular
support. They did not form the beginning of a tradition for a lasting
collaboration between the Danish colony and the Danish immigrant artists.
E. F. Madsen in his pamphlet had given expression to the thought that
Danish American culture was unique:
We have as a people our own characteristic development here on
American soil. We will therefore have our own history. Our spiritual
development is different from that of all the other peoples and
nations around us; yes, it is even a little different from the mother
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nation's spiritual development. 27
The artists shared the immigrant experience with the other Danes, and it
therefore would seem obvious that they would be the perfect observers
and recorders of immigrant life.
There were of course numerous reasons why things did not turn out
that way. We have seen that Dansk Folkesamfund's cultural work suffered
from political conflicts. Also Danes lived too scattered to form a truly
stable basis for support of the arts, and perhaps most important, most
immigrants came from sections of the Danish population where there was
no tradition for contact with the arts. When they arrived in America they
met a nation based on "the work ethic," and if they wanted to keep up they
had to work hard themselves. When they finally passed the "days of
pioneering" they kept the pragmatic attitude toward art so characteristic
of layman; they wanted art to "resemble." If only this requirement was
met, not much else mattered. This attitude which favoured cheap copies
so much did not put many artists to work.
Consequently Danish artists in America had to turn elsewhere. There
was a big market for portraiture, sepulchral monuments and architectural
decorations in this thriving period of American history. So if artists
specalized in these branches they had a fair chance of getting by.
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